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Abstract 
In this study we sought to shed more lights on learning style preferences of EFL learners, and aimed to explore whether these 
styles of learning―as measured by the Kolb’s learning style inventory (version 3.1) could have an impact on students’ foreign 
language achievement. While there are ample studies conducted on learning style preferences and academic achievement at 
university and/or college level, there are limited recent studies in Iran on learning style preferences of EFL learners at the 
institute level with learners from diverse educational backgrounds. The sample of the study was 123 Iranian female EFL learners 
at Zaban Saraa language institute who were selected by means of cluster random sampling method. The learners’ dominant 
learning style preference was converging (62.60%), followed by assimilating (17.89%), accommodating (11.38%) and diverging 
(8.13%). Moreover, the results from conducting a one-way ANOVA to compare variance in students’ final term scores between 
the four learning style categories showed no statistically significant difference: F (2, 432) = .876, p = .456. Finally, the findings 
of the study were discussed and some educational implications were given. 
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1. Introduction 
 
    Today, one of the current trends in foreign language learning settings is to raise awareness about students’ 
personal differences and their potential effects on the learning process and outcomes so as to arrive at the most 
conclusive explanation of the variance in performance (Sadeghi, et al. 2012). Further, because of the numerous 
learner variables that appear to impinge on the process of language learning (Blair, 1982), the emphasis on the 
individual differences among learners is indeed pertinent in modern language teaching and its associated learning 
environments.  
    Furthermore, most teachers still contribute their students’ disabilities and/or poor performance in the process of 
second language learning to the learner cognitive measures (i.e. intelligence & mental abilities), lack of a good 
command of vocabulary knowledge, reading disabilities, listening problems and so on; while the learner individual 
differences have been neglected to a great extent.  
    In addition, there has been much controversy with regard to which individual difference variables may be used to 
assess a person's success or failure in academic performance (AP) (Furnham & Monsen, 2009). However,  among 
the learner individual difference variables, “language learning styles and strategies… are the most important 
variables influencing performance in a second language” (Oxford, 1989, p. 235). Kolb (1984) defines learning styles 
as the ways through which people produce concepts, rules and principles which directs them in new situations (cited 
in Moenikia & Adel Zahed, 2010). By the same token, Learning styles are “cognitive, affective, and physiological 
traits that are relatively stable indicators of how learners perceive, interact with, and respond to the learning 
environment” (Keefe, 1990, p. 4).  
    Moreover, research in educational settings shows that learning style is a valid psychological construct (Sims et al., 
1989) and an important determinant of educational achievement; some students can still learn simple knowledge 
even when their learning styles and the learning material or resources are mismatched, but they can do more 
effectively and rapidly when the learning material is in line with their learning style strength (Stevenson & Dunn 
2001).  
    As such, Teachers can help their students by designing instruction that meets the needs of individuals with 
different stylistic preferences and by teaching students how to improve their learning strategies (Oxford, 1990). 
With reference to the related studies, much of the research has shown the link between learning styles and academic 
performance (AP) in university settings (Williams,et al. 2013; Orhan, 2012; Moeinikia & Babelan, 2010; Rasool & 
Rawaf, 2008; Bailey, Onwuegbuzie & Daley, 2000). Also,  Some recent studies have looked at school-aged 
children's performance and the extent to which learning style preferences predict academic achievement (e.g. 
Rahmani, 2012; Tabatabaei & Mashayekhi, 2012). However, based on the current literature and published data, few 
studies have used a comprehensive learning styles instrument (e.g. Kolb Learning Style Inventory) to determine 
predictors of achievement in institute foreign language classes with a diverse group of students having varied 
demographics and coming from different educational settings. 
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    A number of previous studies have investigated the relationship between college students’ learning styles and 
their academic performance. In a study, Bailey, Onwuegbuzie and Daley (2000) ―employing the Productivity 
Environmental Preference Survey (PEPS) designed by Dunn et al. (1991) ― investigated the learning styles of 100 
university students enrolled in either French or Spanish first and second semester course; the result of the study 
showed that that three learning style variables namely design, motivation, and kinesthetic preference correlated 
significantly with foreign language achievement. In another study,  Williams, Brown, and Etherington (2013)―  
based on three learning style inventories: The Kolb Learning Style Inventory, the Index of Learning Styles, and the 
Success Types Learning Style Type Indicator― set out to work on 240 Bachelors of Pharmacy program at Monash  
University to find out the link between pharmacy students’ learning style preferences and their academic 
performance.  
    The research results indicated that the Assimilator, Active-Reflective and Introverted, Intuitive, Feeling, Judging 
(INFJ)/Extroverted, Intuitive, Feeling, Judging (ENFJ) learning styles to be most frequently preferred by pharmacy 
undergraduate students. In another quantitative research of 113 Iranian pre-     university EFL students using 
Productivity Environmental Preference Survey (PEPS), Tabatabaei and Mashayekhi (2012) suggested that the 
participants of the study  preferred visual style the most, followed by auditory, tactile and the least preferred learning 
style was kinesthetic. 
    Similar to Tabatabaei and Mashayehki (2012)’s research, Rahmani (2012) chose 350 high school aged students of 
two majors: mathematic science and speculative science as the participants of the study. The findings revealed a 
significant correlation between sensing-intuitive learning styles and academic performance of mathematic science 
students; while, with regard to speculative science students, the results showed a significant correlation between 
active-reflective learning styles and their academic performance. It is to be mentioned that in the above study, the 
researcher (Rahmani, 2012) employed Felder and Solomon Learning Style Index (FLSI) to identify the participants’ 
preferred learning styles.  
    Among older studies, and at the high school level, Oxford et al.’s (1993) study is perhaps the most extensive 
research that identified some significant relationships between isolated learning styles and the achievement of high 
school students learning Japanese through satellite television. Oxford et al. (1993) maintained that among 107 
students who participated in the study visual students significantly outperformed auditory and tactile/kinesthetic 
students. 
    Overall, researchers in the field of learning styles preferences and academic attainment employed varied 
measuring instruments such as Kolb's Learning Style Inventory (LSI) (Kolb, 1984), VARK (Visual/Aural/Read–
Write/Kinaesthetic) questionnaire (Fleming, 2001), Felder and Solomon Learning Style Index (FLSI), Myers–Briggs 
Type Indicator (Myers, 1962), and Productivity Environmental Preference Survey (PEPS); and the majority of them 
acknowledged the influence of some learning styles (at different degrees) on academic achievement.  
    By the same token, with the aim of reaching to a further and deeper understanding of the aforementioned 
influence, the current study sought to pursue the path to attempt to identify and highlight the preferred learning 
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styles of EFL learners in order to raise the awareness of learners to their own preferred learning styles and teachers 
to those preferences. Furthermore, this study set out to find out possible significant differences between EFL 
learners’ scores with regard to their preferred learning styles. It was also hoped that results from this research would 
facilitate the identification of institute students whose learning styles preferences put them at risk of underachieving 
in foreign language classes. 
 
1.1. Theoretical Framework of the Study 
 
    Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory (ELT) was used as the guiding theory behind the current study. 
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) provides a holistic model of the learning process and a multi-linear model of 
adult development, both of which are consistent with what we know about how people learn, grow, and develop 
(Sternberg & Zhang, 2000). One reason that theory is called “experiential” is its intellectual origins in the 
experiential works of Dewey, Lewin, and Piaget. Taken together, Dewey’s philosophical pragmatism, Lewin’s 
social psychology, and Piaget’s cognitive- developmental genetic epistemology form a unique perspective on 
learning and development (Kolb, 1984).  
    Further, Experiential learning theory (ELT) defines learning as "the process whereby knowledge is created 
through the transformation of experience, [and] results from the combination of grasping and transforming 
experience (Kolb 1984, p. 41). The Experiential Learning Model (derived from Kolb’s ELT) is based on six 
propositions: 
1. Learning is best conceived as a process, not in terms of outcomes. 
2. Learning is a continuous process grounded in experience. 
3. Learning requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically opposed modes of adaptation to the world. 
4. Learning is a holistic process of adaptation. 
5. Learning results from synergistic transactions between the person and the environment. 
6. Learning is the process of creating knowledge (Kolb & Kolb, 2006, p. 47).  
    Furthermore, Kolb’s ELT (2005b) identified two dialectically related modes of grasping experience: Concrete 
Experience (CE) and Abstract Conceptualization (AC) and two dialectically modes of transforming experience: 
Reflective Observation (RO), Active Experimentation (AE; fig. 1).  
    Based on the preferences for one of the polar opposites of each of the aforementioned modes, Kolb―based on 
Experiential Learning Theory― identified four distinct learning styles (Converger, Diverger, Assimilator, and 
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Table1. Definition of Kolb’s learning styles. 
 
Diverger 
(CE and RO) 
 
Assimilator 
(AC and RO) 
 
Converger 
(AC and AE) 
 
Accommodator 
(CE and AE) 
 
Divergers prefer to view situations from a 
number of different perspectives 
 
Assimilators are competent at understanding a wide variety of information, 
putting it into a concise, logical order and excel at creating theories 
 
Convergers like to apply practical ideas to problems and perform at their best 
when there is only one answer 
 
Accommodators enjoy hands-on experience 
and thrive in new and challenging situations 
 




2.1. Research design 
 




    The participants in this study were 123 EFL female students from Zaban Saraa English Language institute in 
Sirjan, Iran. The subjects of the study were selected based on a cluster random sampling, comprised all the 
intermediate, upper-intermediate, and advanced level female students attending English language classes in summer 
2013.  
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2.3. Instrumentation and data collection 
 
    The survey instrument used in this study was the Kolb’s Learning Styles Inventory Version 3.1(revised in 2005), 
which is the latest revision of the original Learning Style Inventory developed by David A. Kolb. The Kolb’s LSI 
3.1, based on experiential learning theory (Kolb 1984), is a short survey questionnaire consisting of 12 items. 
Participants ― by using the numbers from 1 to 4― rank four sentence endings      corresponding to the four learning 
modes for concrete experience (CE), reflective observation(RO), abstract conceptualization(AC) and active 
experimentation(AE).  
    Then, based on the preference for each of the aforementioned modes (determined by the total score for each of the 
four modes over the twelve items), four distinct learning styles (i.e. Converger, Diverger, Assimilator, & 
Accommodator) will be identified. Further, in order to get to a clearer understanding of the items of the 
questionnaire, and to avoid possible misunderstandings, the Persian translation of each item was put in front of it. 
Finally, foreign language achievement was measured using students' average of reported final term grades (i.e. the 
two last final term scores).  
    Final term grades are by far the most common measure of foreign language achievement in Iranian foreign 
language institutes. Further, Final term grades were not constructed from letter grades, a potentially unstable 
approach, but rather from overall grades based on both achievement measures (i.e. quizzes and exams) and 
proficiency measures (oral interviews, compositions) (Bailey, Onwuegbuzie & Daley, 2000). Furthermore, final 
term scores are calculated on a scale of 100, and can take one of four categorical values: below 75 (fail), 75 to 85 
(pass), 86 to 96 (pass with distinction), and 97 to 100 (pass with merit).   
    Moreover, Institute Instructors all determine final term numeric grades by averaging scores from items such as 
exams (comprised of grammar items, writing section, vocabulary and listening comprehension), mid-term quizzes, 
oral interviews, homework, compositions, and class participation. Although some aspects of these grades sound 
more subjective than others (i.e. class participation grade), grades attained in this manner provide a realistic measure 




    The sample of the study consisted of 123 female EFL learners with 114 (92.7%) single and 9 (7.3%) married 
ones. Ninety-seven subjects (78.9%) were at the age range of 14 to 18 years, 16 (13.0%) were 19 to 23, 6 (4.9%) 
were 24 to 28 and 4 (3.3%) were 29 years old and above. The educational level of the subjects ranged from high 
school students to M.A. holders. Ninety-two (74.8%) subjects were high school students, 12 (9.8%) EFL learners 
had a diploma, 17 students (13.8%) had a B.A. and 2 (1.6%) of the subjects had an M.A. university degree. The 
distribution of the demographic data is fully reported in Tables 2, 3 and 4. 
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Demographic Table 2. Age 
Age 
  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 
14-18 97 78.9 78.9 78.9 
19-23 16 13.0 13.0 91.9 
24-28 6 4.9 4.9 96.7 
29 & above 4 3.3 3.3 100.0 






Demographic Table 3. Marital status 
Marital status 
  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid single 114 92.7 92.7 92.7 
Married 9 7.3 7.3 100.0 
Total 123 100.0 100.0 
 
 











       Further, the results of the study are given in table 5 (ANOVA table) and figure 2. Also, Figure 1 summarizes the 
distribution of the EFL learners’ dominant learning styles preference. The data from figure 1 shows that 62.60 % 
(n=77) of the subjects exhibited converger learning style which is the dominant preferred learning style. Further, 
17.89 % of the students (n=22) were found to belong to assimilators’ category as the second dominant preferred 
Education Level 
  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid High school student 92 74.8 74.8 74.8 
Diploma 12 9.8 9.8 84.6 
B.A. 17 13.8 13.8 98.4 
M.A. 2 1.6 1.6 100.0 
Total 123 100.0 100.0 
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learning style in this study. Moreover, 11.38% (n=14) and 8.13% (n=10) of the students were found to be 
accommodators and divergers respectively. 
 
 
Fig.2. Distribution of learning styles preference. 
    A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare variance in students’ final term scores, i.e. variability in scores 
(as the dependent variable of the study) between the four learning style categories as measured by Kolb’s learning 
style inventory (1985) which serve as the independent variable of the study. Pallant (2005) maintains that “One-way 
between-groups ANOVA is used when you have one independent (grouping) variable with three or more levels 
(groups) and one dependent continuous variable” (p.215).  
    As it was seen in the data from table 2, the obtained Sig. value was .456 which indicated that no statistically 
significant difference was found at the  p < .05 level in students’ final term grades for the four learning style groups: 
F (2, 432) = .876, p = .456. Moreover, the effect size, calculated using eta squared, was .02 which in Cohen’s (1988) 
terms (as cited in Pallant, 2005) would be considered a small effect size. 
 
Table 5. A one way ANOVA for differences in final term scores in terms of students’ learning style preferences  
ANOVA 
GPA      
 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Between Groups 113.670 3 37.890 .876 .456 
Within Groups 5146.087 119 43.244   
Total 5259.757 122 
   
Note: N=123; p < .05 
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4. Discussion and Conclusion 
 
    This research aimed to identify the preferred learning styles of Iranian EFL learners at an English language 
institute named Zaban Saraa in Sirjan, Iran. Further, the study sought to compare variance in students’ final term 
grades with regard to the four learning style categories, namely divergers, convergers, assimilators, and 
accommodators. The findings show that converger learning style represent the highest proportion of the dominant 4-
category learning styles preferences (62.60%), followed by assimilator learning style (17.89%), accommodator  
learning styles (11.38%), and diverger learning styles (8.13%). The students’ inclination towards converging and 
assimilating learning styles implies that they prefer the practical application of opinions with little emotion, 
judgment and development of theories and abstract notions.  
    Convergers are often referred to as ‘Devil’s advocate learners’ (Williams, et al, 2013)  and learn best by the 
practical application of opinions, preferring to tackle with technical issues rather than people. Those categorized as 
Assimilators are inductive reasoners, good at making theoretical models, and are absorbed in abstract concepts. In 
this regard, the results partially reflect the findings of Williams’ (2013) study on learning style preferences of 
undergraduate pharmacy students in which convergers and assimilators were found two dominant styles of learning 
among those students respectively. However, it is worthy to notify that accommodators and divergers were also 
significantly represented in the sample of the current research. 
With regard to exploring differences in final term grades between four styles of learning no significant difference 
was identified (p= .456). 
    Accordingly, we may propose that, at least for this sample of Iranian EFL learners, learning style variable may 
not be a strong predictor of foreign language achievement. As such, the results are consistent with the findings of  
other  studies (Ehrman & Oxford, 1995; Daley, Onwuegbuzie & Bailey, 1997) (as cited in Tabatabaei & 
Mashayekhi, 2012), which maintained that learning style and/or personality variables were only weakly or indirectly 
related to foreign language attainment. In addition, similar findings were reported in studies conducted by Deniz 
(2011), Bahar and Sülün (2011) (as cited in Okay, 2012). They didn’t found any significant difference in their 
samples’ academic performance with regard to the preferred learning styles of the study participants.  
    In conclusion, The findings of this study indicates the need for teachers and educators to be made aware of the 
existing students’ learning style preferences in order to encourage the development of a balanced learning style as 
highlighted in Kolb's experiential learning theory (Kolb’s ELT). However, in the real world of EFL classes, it is 
rather difficult to take all the learners’ learning style preferences into account. Moreover, it is challenging for the 
educators to constantly remind how each student learns best so that match their teaching styles with the students’ 
diverse learning styles. Furthermore, the variable of learning style is just one of the many factors (e.g. personality, 
motivation, attitude, intelligence, etc) which impact the learning process and outcomes. 
    It is hoped the findings of this research would be of value to other English institutions and academies both in Iran 
and elsewhere in designing second language learning (SLA) syllabus and curricula that    accommodate different 
learning style preferences. Further research is recommended on finding the influence of EFL learners’ style of 
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